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TRANSCRIPTION

TW:

Today is Friday, April 15th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon I am interviewing Dr. Shawn Whiteman,
Associate Dean for Research in the Emma Eccles Jones College of Education and Human
Services at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the COVID
Collection Project. Good afternoon, Dr. Whiteman.

SW:

Hi, Todd.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at Utah State University and what were the different positions
you’ve held while you’ve been at USU [Utah State University]?

SW:

Yeah, I joined the faculty in the College of Education and Human Services in the Fall of 2016. I
came here as an Associate Professor of Human Development and Family Studies. After being an
Assistant to Associate Professor at Purdue University and Human Development and Family
Studies for 11 years, then transitioned here. In 2019, I was promoted to the role of professor of
Human Development and Family Studies and it was also in that calendar year that I became the
Interim Associate Dean for Research in the College of Education and Human Services. And then
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I’ve since become the Associate Dean for Research, not interim anymore. And that started in June
of 2019 so about 9 months before the pandemic.
TW:

So, tell me, what are the different academic departments that make up the College of Education
and Human Services?

SW:

We have eight different academic departments and a number of centers in the College of
Education and Human Services. Our academic departments consist of Communicative Disorders
and Deaf Education, Human Development and Family Studies, Instructional Technology and
Learning Sciences, Kinesiology and Health Science, Nursing, Psychology, our School of Teacher
Education and Leadership, and Special Education, and Rehabilitation Counselling.

[0:02:03.1]
And so, those are the eight academic units within the college. We have a number of centers that
are also affiliated with the college. The Institute for Disability Research Policy and Practice, prior
to this year, that was known as the Center for Persons with Disabilities, we have The Center for
the School of the Future, we have our National Center of Hearing Assessment and Management,
as well as our Edith Bowen Laboratory School which is associated with our college, the Emma
Eccles Jones Early Childhood and Education Research Center, which actually hosts many of
these units, as well as our Sorenson Legacy Foundation Center for Clinical Excellence.
TW:

Well, it sounds like a lot of those departments, institutes, centers, deal with humans so the
teaching, and the research with human subjects in mind. So, before the pandemic, could you talk
to me a little bit about the processes and the policies in place that the college had in order for the
faculty and the students to do human subject research?

SW:

Yeah, I mean I think you’re correct that we have a strong emphasis on humans whether they’re,
you know, developing from infants to children through adolescence into later adulthood or the
education being a prime focus within our college. You know, obviously, we’re focusing on
children in adolescence quite a bit, our school age children. But, you know, we don’t limit our
focus there. We focus before school age. We focus well after school age. We have a forth coming
center on Alzheimer’s and Dementia related research. I’m sorry, it’s actually called our
Alzheimer’s and Dementia Research Center. And so, we’re not limited to school age populations
but we do have a strong focus on humans.

[0:04:00.3]
One of our college slogans is, it’s about the people. It’s about people and we care about people
and, you know, we want them to thrive. We want to help intervene when struggles occur in a
variety of settings and so that is the focus of many of our researchers. We do have some
researchers in the college that do animal-based research and do animal models. Many of these
behaviors relate to what we study in humans but we do have some, especially in our psychology
unit, we have about five faculty that do animal-based models. So, not all human subject
researchers, but some, and it runs the gamut. We have folks-myself, I’m a survey-based
researcher so I send surveys to participants, families with adolescents and, you know, they send
them back or we do them on the internet or we do telephone calls. Sometimes we do face to face
interviews. We have other people that require participants to come into labs and get connected to
different mechanical devices to measure impact of steps or measure speech patterns. We have
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people that do, you know, neurological studies that are measuring brain flow or blood flow in the
brain and use different types of assessment tools that require the individuals to be in the room.
We do observations of classrooms. We do direct intervention in classrooms. And so, you know,
we really have-we’re a large college and the research programs within it run the gamut of the
types of interactions that you would have with participants, some non-invasive, some very
invasive: measuring blood, assessing biomarkers. And so, you know, it’s fascinating, you know,
to be an administrator in a college that’s so diverse. And also, sometimes challenging as the needs
are very different.
TW:

And so, this research, I’m sure, has to follow certain university regulations and protocols and
research design. You might even have to submit some of your research protocols to the institute,
for instance, the IRB, the institute review board.

[0:06:06.2]
So that is just common practice for The College of Education and Human Resources to do prior
to COVID?
SW:

Absolutely. Prior to COVID, you know, all of our research-any research that’s going to include
human subjects, participants, will need to be reviewed and approved by the IRB [Institute Review
Board]. You know, the level of approval can, you know, range from exempt that you’re not
having any direct impact, you’re not meeting with the participants, you’re getting blank data sent
to you, unidentified data that still needs approval. A quicker process, which is exempt, all the way
up to full review, where you may be dealing with a sensitive population or, you know, you may
be doing something that requires, you know, strong ethical oversite to make sure that the project,
you know, is not going to harm participants and will produce some kind of benefit for either the
participants or society. And so, that is, you know, common practice before, during, and after the
pandemic in our fields is that we require human subjects’ approval. And then, you know, research
with the few number of people that do animal work also have a similar approval process that they
need ethical approval before that they engage in any interaction. So, you know, prior to any study
in our college, IRB approval is just about necessary. I mean, I don’t know. I know of very few
people that could do any work without securing IRB approval.

TW:

So, Shawn, let’s hit the rewind button to early 2020. News out of China that there was a highly
infectious virus that had left the Chinese border and had expanded to other countries and became
a pandemic. And so, in March of 2020, I know President Cockett brought together her team and
actually formed a COVID Task Force to plan for and create steps for the safety of the faculty, the
staff, the students at all of the Utah State University campuses and centers.

[0:08:12.8]
I’m curious. How did those initial weeks, and maybe the remainder and second half of Spring
semester of 2020, affect the college? Both the teaching and the research?
SW:

Yeah. I’ll go with the research first and then to the teaching, given that’s the domain that I
oversee in the college. You know, March 13 of 2020, you know, put a pause on everything. It
absolutely was, you know, a pause or a full stop to all the research programs in the college. You
know, except for those that may have been dealing with secondary data or dealing with noninvasive, non-face to face ways of collecting data. And so, a survey researcher like myself, you
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know, was minorly impacted. I was impacted but not to the same degree of anybody that had any
face-to-face contact with participants in any form was a hard stop. There was no research.
Everything was halted, right? If you were in the middle of something, it didn’t matter. It was
over. And, you know, if we talk about this over time, it was over for a long time and almost a full
calendar year. And so, research was grinded to a halt and any actual active research. And that also
included research with animals, that people were limited in their ability to go in to the labs at
similar times. And so, animal-based research, obviously the animals needed to be cared for and
make sure that their safety and life was maintained. But in some cases, you know, euthanasia also
had to be considered whether they could be maintained. And so, you know, it was not just humanbased research that was halted. It was, I’m sure, all research on campus. Whether it takes place in
a lab or takes place in a, you know, any kind of outdoor environment, at that point was still, you
know, not able to be conducted.
[0:10:10.5]
And so, we hit a hard stop on active engagement and research. What that pause may have done is
allowed some folks to reconsider their research approaches. It may have allowed some people to
think about new research that they could conduct. It may have allowed some folks to write grants
that, you know, may or may not have had different amount of time to focus on. We did see an
uptick, very interestingly, in grant submissions in late summer or, you know, not late summer, I
guess early summer of 2020. And maybe that may have been related to trying to understand the
pandemic and its implications and, you know, tentacles across all aspects of the things that we
study whether that’s schooling, whether that’s, you know, substance use, whether that’s child
maltreatment, whether that’s, you know, social support for aging relatives, you know, all these
things that folks in our college study. And so, we saw research reorient in some ways. The active
engagement, the active involvement with participants, halted entirely. You know, we have some
of our people in Kinesiology and Health Sciences that bring people in to measure falls or measure
impact of different force, you know, their biomechanics. They could not have participants come
in anymore. And so, you know, it was over. Students couldn’t, you know, go to schools to
observe classrooms. That was over. You couldn’t get into, you know, elder community to interact
with participants, that’s over. Everything was literally ground to a dead stop.
[0:12:00.3]
TW:

I’m sure that interrupted even graduate students who probably were working on their thesis. And
so, how did you, as The Associate Dean for Research, support the faculty as well as the students
that were caught in that bind?

SW:

Absolutely. And they may be a group that was impacted more than many others because we had
people who had proposed a project that was approved, they had started, and then they couldn’t do
it. And, you know, I don’t think any of us would’ve foreseen, you know, if you remember the,
you know, March 13 it was a two week pause. And, you know, we’re at week 104 plus because I
know it’s been two years and however many weeks since that two years. So, you know, we’re at
110 weeks since that time. And so, no one foresaw how long this would take. And so, at first
people were just like, okay, well, we’ll wait it out and we’ll get back to this. And then it was, we
can’t do this. And then it’s, how do I proceed? I already proposed a thesis. So those who really
actively-I proposed a dissertation or was I the middle of it, those who were in the middle were
really affected and the response varied. As a college we try to highlight, and we put on
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presentations, on how you can approach research without involving a participant. So, we had
alternative pathways forward and I forget what the tagline is after the colon. But with alternative
pathways forward, you know, approaches to doing, you know, research in our fields that didn’t
involve human subject contact and so, some of that’s secondary data analysis, some of that was
meta-analysis, some of that’s, you know, coding projects, narrative inquiries. And some students
had to pivot to an entirely different project. And so, some students wrote two theses. Maybe not
from front to back but front to front twice the first half. And so, they were really caught in a bind.
Many students were delayed over a year to graduate because they were waiting it out.
[0:14:03.2]
And so, we had a disproportionate, in my estimation, a disproportionate number of students
affected by the nature of the work that we do. And, you know, the university had some funding
that came from the federal government called CARES funding that helped some of these students
find ways, maybe help with tuition support for the extra semesters, maybe help with financial
support for their projects. But those were all the other students that we could identify that in some
way self-identified as doing this. We probably lost some students, and I don’t have the numbers
in front of me, that probably didn’t graduate although they completed all their course
requirements because they didn’t complete their theses and dissertations and elected, you know,
not to given whatever challenges that they have been presented with. And so, I think students,
especially graduate students, that are doing research-based degrees were, you know, perhaps
impacted in different ways than undergraduate students. And even faculty who have longer ten
years to establish their research programs or to engage in work. And undergraduate students who
may not have to engage in anything but classwork, not to say that they don’t, we have lots in this
college that do. But you can get a degree by just completing your course requirements. You may
not be able to get a graduate degree by doing the same.
TW:

So, picking up on the graduate advisor angle a little bit more. So, I’m sure you had incoming
graduate students each year. You probably had incoming graduate students in the Fall semester of
2020. Yet you said there were some graduate students from the previous year that had not
finished because and due to the restrictions of the pandemic. How did that extra work load affect
the graduate advisors in the college? I’m sure that they had to pick up a couple extra students than
they would normally because of COVID.

SW:

Yeah. It’s entirely possible that many had students that they didn’t plan on having still that when
they, you know, had new ones particularly perhaps to, you know, not replace the same person but
fill a line or a spot within their research laboratory.

[0:16:10.5]
And, you know, that happens and that can happen. You know, we expect students to finish on a
certain timeline and they may, you know, be slower and sometimes they’re faster and that poses a
challenge in itself. And so, I’m sure that there was faculty in the college who had increase
advising loads. There’s faculty in the college whose, you know, work was impacted in other
ways, you know, by the pandemic and the evolving nature of it. You know, one of the things that,
you know, you can’t predict is, you know, faculty or range in age from early adulthood all the
way through late adulthood. And the nature of their home environment had a large impact on
what they could do. Some of us that have young children who didn’t have school or didn’t have
childcare were bound to stay home because there wasn’t an option to not. And that, you know,
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impacted the ability to meet face to face with advisees, may have impacted the nature of the work
that faculty could engage. Whereas faculty perhaps without children or those that have older
children who may be more self-sufficient, you know, weren’t impacted in the same way. And so,
there are so many factors that intersected to shape the experience of each individual faculty
member across our college. We have the Dolores Doré Eccles Center in our college, the DDE,
and, you know, even until early this semester, it inconsistently opened and closed due to cases in
the school and that impacts the faculty from across the university who have children there. And
so, that may be a bit of a tangent from what you asked in terms of, you know, the advising and
work. But there’s so many factors of this pandemic that shaped the experiences of faculty, staff,
and students.
[0:18:04.6]
And we’ve, you know, as a college, as a university, frankly, I think we’ve been flexible in trying
to accommodate those challenges. But there’s still challenges. We could be flexible and you can
Zoom into a meeting but you’re still, you know, encountering that challenge. And so, I think for
many people those challenges, you know, inhibited abilities to conduct research. Personal
challenges-and for others, I mean, ironically perhaps, it freed them from challenges. There were
fewer meetings, there was fewer requirements of you, and all the sudden if your personal
situation and your work situations not-you may have had more time to dedicate to writing grants
or writing papers and your productivity may have increased. And we certainly saw that in
amongst all the faculty in our college. And so, the pandemic was, you know, offering both
challenge and opportunity for researchers depending on their circumstances. And students, too.
We have a high percentage of students that have children and have spouses in our college. I don’t
know the exact number. But more so than at Purdue where I worked, you know, it was very rare
for grad students to be married and have children. At Utah State it’s very common. And so,
they’re dealing with all these same issues that the faculty, staff, and the administration are dealing
with. And so, you know, it’s a challenging period in many ways. And both our personal and
work, you know, demands shaped how people could respond in terms of performing the research,
in terms of mentoring their students, in terms of teaching their classes.
TW:

So, I’m curious. Did all the labs shut down, minimize the footprint? How did the remainder of the
Spring 2020 semester work out as far as research locations that the college maintains?

[0:20:10.4]
SW:

Yeah. It was a hard stop. Doors were locked. People weren’t allowed in. Some P.I.’s [principal
investigator] could go in and check on and maintain their equipment but only, and this is not in
the first few weeks, this is after, you know, a period of time when the pause was clearly going to
be longer than two weeks, maintaining their equipment that needed maintenance and needed
attention. But it was only P.I. only. Students were locked out of labs. The buildings, you know, I
can’t say how the academic spaces were given that I wasn’t coming in either. I started coming in
over the summer because I was able to and worked in a secure spot. But I mean, I think most
spaces were barren. And students were not allowed to come into the research spaces. Our animal
labs, and euthanasia, I know was discussed for some of the animals that may not have been able
to be maintained. I don’t actually remember the outcome of that now, so far long ago. But it was
certainly something that we were discussing. So, yeah. It was a hard stop and physical locations
were prevented. Folks like me-I said I do survey-based research, I have funding from The
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National Institutes of Health to study the health risk behaviors of adolescent teens and their
siblings. And I do all my work via internet-based surveys. And I was actually able to do a special
assessment during the COVID-19 pandemic where we added a survey to understand their
experiences during this really unique period where school-99.9% of our participants were out of
school now. They were all in in-person school and they were all out of school.
[0:22:01.4]
40% of our parents were now unemployed. Another 50% of our parents were involved in some
sort of essential worker status or 40% of that. And so, in our instance, we were able to do more to
try to understand the pandemic. So, it offered some opportunity for folks like me that were
already in that space. What it also did was pivot people towards research programs that could be
conducted. So, if you were doing face to face work, is there a way I could do this via survey? Are
there ways that I could pivot? At that time, it was limited to some sort of non-contact involved
work. You could not have any face-to-face contact with participants. You know, some things
pivoted to Zoom that were ongoing. It was a period of, you know, we have our Sorenson Legacy
Foundation Center for Clinical Excellence, right? We used to talk about telehealth before the
pandemic. And then it pivoted just like, student interaction, right? It was like our classes did.
Therapy pivoted automatically to telehealth. And we were buying equipment left and right for
therapists to have that had to be HIPAA secured. So, you know, even in that domain we found
ways to pivot quickly to adapt but it wasn’t the same. And some folks were in positions that they
could not adapt. You know, you can’t measure some of the biomechanics stuff without having a
person in the harness. You can’t measure, you know, social interactions with, you know, folks in
a senior center without perhaps being there and observing it. And those are the things that you
couldn’t observe schools because they, ‘a’, didn’t happen. We were in, you know, uncharted
territory for schooling.
[0:24:00.4]
And then, you know, it ended, you know, somewhat quickly after that in terms of online
schooling in Utah, you know, when summer hit. And then Fall of 2020 is a whole new bag. So,
for many people, you know, they weren’t able to adapt and it just was a hard stop.
TW:

And this is a great time to actually move forward towards the Fall semester of 2020 and what
exactly the protocols that your college took to the return of students to campus. There was still a
lot of remote learning going on but I’m sure there was some in person social distancing with
masks and signage. What was both the teaching and the research like in the college that Fall
semester of 2020 and also the preparation leading up to the opening of school in 2020?

SW:

Yeah. You know, starting with the teaching and the focus on that first because we were back in
person, right? That was the-I don’t know at that point was the state mandate or not, I think it was.
But we had to offer in person courses. And so, students were coming to classes again. Many of
these classes were hybrid. And faculty prepared knowing that this would happen as opposed to
the Spring of 2020 when, pivot, you’re, you know, engaged in online teaching now because you
have to be. But it also went asynchronous as well in the Spring of 2020. And now we are bringing
in synchronous learning and synchronous interactions with populations in front of us like, directly
and face to face contact and populations in remote distance land. And that presented its own
challenges. The university provided many resources over the summer to help prepare. I remember
CIDI [The Center for Innovative Design and Instruction] and ETE [empowering teaching
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excellence] both providing, and if I could tell you what the acronyms meant I would do it but, you
know, they both offered a lot of resources and help to design courses and faculty were very
appreciative.
[0:26:12.7]
I know of that and, you know, I think I’m going to say and answer probably that will be asked
later is, there’s certainly growth and things that we won’t go back from now that we have these
additional skills and flexibility and knowledge of how to do. But at that period, we were just
gaining it, right? We were just implementing new ways of learning and delivering instruction.
And so, that was, you know, an interesting period. People were gearing up. People with
respective research were starting to get anxious. You know, we had been paused for multiple
months. If we’d go all the way out to August now, we’re at five months pause or six months
pause, you know, as the semester starts from March. And faculty were becoming frustrated
because they weren’t able to engage in their work. And faculty that are early career, pre-10 year,
are starting to worry and be concerned about, well, how do I do my work that is essential for my
case for promotion? And faculty were not allowed-the IRB at that point was still not allowing any
in person research to continue or to be conducted and that created challenge. And that created
challenge that I know the IRB was presented with and the IRB was acting in a very cautious
space, right? We want to protect both participants as well as the, you know, the research team.
But the research teams also didn’t understand, well, how come I can interact with a student in a
classroom with a mask at this university but this university’s also restricting me from, you know,
meeting with a participant face to face with a mask at the same time?
[0:28:04.3]
And for some people they used students as human subjects or as human participants. And so,
there was a paradox that many researchers struggled with and were very frustrated with. And the
IRB operates independently from the university. It is meant to be an independent board. But it
was something that the faculty really struggled with and students still, too. Student researchers as
well, right? Because there dealing with it. So, any kind of in person face to face contact was still
restricted and that meant going places. Some of our, you know, student teachers or teachers in
classrooms of elementary and primary and secondary schools, you know, were going there to
teach but can’t do research with those participants. And so again, it was a challenging period to
understand because some rules allowed you interact with folks and some rules didn’t. And you
know, we are governed by the IRB as researchers. If you violate that, you can risk not only your
own work but that of your colleagues and that of the university if breaches are severe enough you
could shut down the whole enterprise. And not just human subjects research, you could shut
down all the federally funded work. And so, it was a very challenging time for researchers.
Again, this is where people were pivoting. People were trying to understand, how can I get this
student through their degree program? And this is where we saw a lot of alternative theses and
dissertations be proposed and ultimately successfully defended that were different than what the
students either had originally planned or proposed like, literally had proposed already or came
here to do. And, you know, we have cohort of, you know, master students who are on two-year
degree programs typically who have done, you know, either half of their whole program during
this period. And so, they came here to teach human subjects work, this is especially true in our
Kinesiology and Health Sciences Program, and never got to interact with a participant.
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[0:30:06.5]
Never got to do what they came here to do and, you know, hopefully have a masters degree. You
know? But it’s different than what they expected.
TW:

So, we talked about that the pandemic hindered or made research problematic. Were there any
examples of researchers in your college that actually used the pandemic as the research topic and
just said, well, there’s lemons, let’s make some lemonade?

SW:

Absolutely. You’re talking to one of them. And again, I wasn’t affected by the same issues, right?
Because my work wasn’t that. But it’s like, we have a whole new set of factors that are shaping
kids’ adjustment and kids’ development. In my research, I’m studying substance use. And so, we
have a whole new set of stressors that have, you know, we had kids that were removed from peer
groups that had to reside home. And so, we have a number of researchers from across the college
that have studied, you know, the ripples of the pandemic across, you know, development of
participants from early childhood all the way through late adulthood. Again, think about those,
you know, we saw lots of poignant pictures of seniors not being able to see their family members,
right? And pictures of them, you know, pushing hands against plastic that was a barricade. And
so, understanding how social support was, you know, withdrawn in many ways, how family
relationships became strained simply by the fact that they couldn’t see each other. We talk about
schooling and the pandemic. What’s it’s effects on schooling and the learning gains or actually
learning deficits that children have now encountered. We have health related behaviors. We have
discriminatory behaviors. We have a faculty member in the Department of Human Development
and Family Studies that were studying the implications of discriminatory behaviors toward Asian
Americans because if you remember at the beginning of the pandemic the president at the time
called it the China virus.

[0:32:11.5]
And experiences of youth and even young adults on college campuses became a focus of study.
And so, it did offer an opportunity for us to go in a whole new direction that many of us never
anticipated in terms of our research programs. And so, it is a big study and it’s an area in which
there is still ample funding from the federal government, from foundations, from state
governments, to try to understand what the impacts of the pandemic were and will continue to be
for years to come. And so, many of our faculty have pivoted into these phases to try to understand
the implications of the pandemic or whatever their focal area is. And again, I could focus from all
the way from early childhood, the experience of inconsistent childcare opportunities. You know,
childhood and adolescence, well, what was the impact of if you were in person schooling verses
you were remote schooling? Well, what if you are both? What if you were remote to start the
year, in person, and then you went remote for two weeks and then you came back. That
inconsistency in environment and learning, the expectations, even into year 2020. All the missed
experiences that you’ve had, missed graduations, missed proms, missed, you know, football-well
maybe not football because they started playing that again, but all the rights of passage that are
associated with these years. And so, you know, many people in our college have studied
education, have studied children and youth and even study older adults or, you know, we’re going
to be examining these issues for the years to come.
[0:34:01.4]

USU COVID-19 2022: SHAWN WHITEMAN

9

TW:

Yeah, definitely a lot student events were either cancelled or minimized or put online and were
remote. A different experience from what I think a lot of the students had come to hope and
anticipate college experience.

SW:

Yeah. For a college, imagine your last two years of college being this. Like, that’s much different.
Or your first two. Like, what is college? This isn’t, you know, maybe this is what our
sophomores, this is all they know of college. And so, that’s a fascinating thing to think about is
what the implications of that are for their behaviors, for their expectations, how course materials
should be delivered, how we should interact with others, can we interact with others? And for
somebody again, like, me who studies health risk behaviors, what this actually does for their
health risk behaviors, substance use, the patterns have changed. Social drinking is when you can’t
be social there’s only drinking. And drinking to cope has a totally different set of quarrelets and
outcomes than social drinking does. So, it’s a very fascinating thing. And yeah, for the college
students, you know, it took away. I mean, people didn’t attend a graduation in 2020. And, you
know, they were acknowledged in 2021 but that was still different.

TW:

So, you’re teeing it up just perfect, Shaun. So, the academic year of Fall 2021-Spring 2022, the
state legislator put a bill through that stated that all the universities in Utah must provide face to
face classes of at least 75% of what they were in Fall of 2019. We had vaccinations. I think there
was also another law that was passed by the state legislator getting rid of the face covering
mandates. And so, the university pivoted to those masks are encouraged in the late Fall, early
Spring 2022.

[0:36:06.4]
I know a lot of signs around campus and in the library were changed. I’m curious. What was the
experience of the faculty and the staff who were returning to work after a year of working
remotely the previous academic year, as well as the students, to a lot of these different changes
that were going on in the second year of the pandemic?
SW:

Yeah. I think reactions were mixed and dependent on the person in terms of faculty and staff, for
sure. There was a lot of hesitancy amongst faculty to go to classrooms that didn’t require
masking, to go into environments that it could only be recommended. Among many, I’m sure
others were comfortable. You know, the vaccine rolled out in Utah, you know, I knew of folks
that were starting to get it in January and February. It became a little bit more-March was really
when it became more widely available. As you’re halfway through the semester before you even
have your first dose, for some people. And so, you know, the vaccine was at that time very
hopeful, and still is in my estimation, in providing great protection against the coronavirus or the
COVID-19 variations. But, you know, I think it was going to be viewed as more of a panacea at
that point too, it was going to fix everything. And it, you know, has prevented, you know, death
and severe illness in many cases but not done, at least with the new variance, it hasn’t done the
mass inoculation in ending this thing. So, there was a lot of hesitancy. I’ll be honest, like, you
know, in the building I work in, faculty are far less likely to come in than they ever were before
the pandemic. I mean, people are more likely to work from home now and that’s continued into
this environment. Some of that’s the flexibility that we granted during that period and that
flexibility has continued for some.

[0:38:00.7]
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You know, faculty have always had that type of privilege in some ways to be able to be more
flexible than the folks that may not be faculty status but, you know, I think it’s changed behavior
long term. So, we had that period where there was hesitancy and people came in and did their
jobs and when they had to be face to face, they were. But at the same time, I think we see people
a lot less today, a year later, than what you were asking because people were adapting, they had
different circumstances that may be in their home environments as well. But I think there’s a
permanent shift that we’ll observe as well.
TW:

So, as far as the research, I mean, you’ve listed a whole slew of different-Kinesiology and
Nursing, Psychology, Communication Disorders. Exactly how did human subject research in that
second year of the pandemic, did it stay the same? Did it slightly change back to what it was prepandemic? What are your thoughts on that?

SW:

So, the research, you know, somewhere in 2021, I believe it was early 2021, was when the IRB, it
may have been late 2020, started to loosen the restrictions of in person. It may have been earlier
than that I don’t have my dates 100% in line but started to loosen the restrictions and allow some
in person research again. However, there had to be a number of, you know, safety precautions put
in place. And some of that changed what you were able to do. Like, if you’re not able to
physically touch a participant, you can’t put them in a harness. I’m thinking of some of our
biomechanics people. You know, you can’t maintain a safe distance if your room was too small
and you didn’t have another room, you couldn’t do your work.

[0:40:03.8]
And so, although restrictions gradually became loosened, it was still inhibiting to a lot of research
programs. And it really wasn’t until, I wanted to say last fall, the state passed a law and it may
have been the, you know, at that point the state passed something the IRB couldn’t regulate. Like,
it couldn’t allow, you know, it couldn’t restrict it because the state law prevented a, you know
prevented the university from doing something. And that’s when we kind of went back to a less
restricted environment, more of a pre-COVID, you know, ability to conduct research, face to face
research, in new ways. The IRB was allowing stuff to happen before that. Not to denigrate them
because, you know, operating from a spot of safety. But it, you know, became more flexible but
still some of our researchers still aren’t getting back to what they were doing because populations
are more hesitant now. Schools are less likely to let us in. And so, now barriers accessing
populations becomes a challenge, right? Do I have to do this? Is there a risk to me? People’s
hesitancy still, you know, to engage with others when they don’t have to, you know, engage in
volitional activity. That’s created a challenge for folks even though that these interactions are
allowed and permissible ethically, they are now, you know, encountering challenging getting
people to engage. And some folks are, you know, more hesitant than others to do this work. And
so, now the challenge is getting back to, you know, before where we were pre-March of 2020
involves not only the protocols that we engage in and how we do our work, it’s now getting
populations to engage with us that have been hesitant for the last few years.
[0:42:06.1]
Schools being one large environment of that, we weren’t able to, you know, research. Schools
weren’t letting, you know, outsiders in to try and maintain safety and try and not bring the virus
in. We’re at the point where that may not be the case but now, we’ve gone two years without
interactions, without having people come in. Do we want to engage in these activities? Do we
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want to allow students to be observed or to fill out a survey? I think there’s greater hesitancy now
on the part of both oversight committees in terms of schools and community organizations as well
as participants directly. Here in Cash Valley, we have the Summer Citizens Program that
provided lots of participants for some of our work researchers that studied older adults. Those
Summer Citizens maybe much more, last summer they weren’t engaging in research because it
was restricted and fewer came to Cash Valley. And this summer, maybe we’ll see a bounce back
in the population number. But what activities are they going to engage in? There’s still variants
out there. There’s new variants that we learn about. And it’s unknown as to whether, you know,
you’re protected from immunity from the virus, from inoculation or vaccine. And so, I think it
still will be a challenge even into this year for participants in some of our studies.
TW:

Yeah. So, has both the quantity and the quality of human subject research been affected in a way
that you think it’s going to take multiple years, maybe a decade, maybe longer before it gets back
to pre-pandemic levels?

SW:

The quantity, for sure. The number of studies that people are able to conduct has been affected,
the work that they’ve been able to do. I don’t want to say the quality. The nature has changed,
right? The work is still thoughtful.

[0:44:00.2]
It’s still, you know, testing what we can, you know, testing ideas in a rigorous manner though it
may be different than how they did it before. I don’t want to say the quality has changed because,
you know, the faculty and students who engage in this work have adapted, in my estimation, very
well. But the quantity and the type probably has changed. And, you know, again, it has
disproportionately affected certain folks more than others. And I don’t know how to get around
that. But just the nature of their work required in person, face to face interactions. And that, you
know, especially for special populations, whether that’s people with speech difficulties or
neurological challenges, that you needed to be in face to face. Whether that’s biomechanics stuff,
whether that was psychological types of interactions and therapeutic interventions that couldn’t
maybe be delivered or behavioral interventions that couldn’t be delivered via telehealth. So, you
think of work with special populations or students with special needs, you know, may not respond
to telehealth the same way that an adult does. You know, those programs, those researchers were
disproportionately affected. And, you know, they may, you know, be challenged for years to get
back to where they’re expected to be or where they were. For others, you know, it offered new
opportunity and, you know, places that you may not have viewed yourself as studying but it
offered you an avenue into studying the impacts of a global pandemic on health. You know, of
teams in my case or the, you know, variations in schooling that we never really considered. So, it
both challenged for many but opportunity for others.
[0:46:00.3]
TW:

So, you touched on this a couple different ways, Shawn. But I’m just going to ask the question
one more time directly. So, what do you see as the changes that were made because of the
COVID outbreak and pandemic that will remain permanent change from the College of
Education, particularly the research?

SW:

I think I’ll start with the not research answer first. I think the expectation for flexibility in hybrid
learning is going to be maintained, right? Students are going to expect the ability to stay home
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and not come to class and still get class. That’s my speculation. Maybe that will dissipate, you
know, as students that didn’t have the pandemic be their first few years, you know, erodes over
time where they graduate and then get back to more of a face-to-face environment. In terms of
research, I think people are going to be more flexible in how they approach questions. We’re able
to, you know, we have gained flexibility with tele-delivery or remote delivery of all sorts of
things. But our research programs are one of them. And so, people may have more tools in their
toolbelt now to approach a question and figure that I can, you know, do this in multiple ways. It
may open up avenues to populations that you couldn’t study before that may have been too
distant both geographically, or geographically primarily. So, allow us to study rural populations
in new ways. At risk populations that perhaps can’t come to Cash Valley for something in new
ways. So, I think the flexibility will have granted us some new approaches. It may have allowed
people to learn, you know, new modalities of discovery. So, people may have gone on as I said
to, you know, meta-analysis. They may have gone to narrative inquiry and coding of textbooks
over time and things that didn’t require interaction.
[0:48:00.5]
But for some folks it, you know, was a hard stop, as I said. And, you know, there wasn’t
necessarily a way for them to pivot and it’s been two years of waiting. And I’m sure many of
them, you know, were productive in work that they had done before but, you know, there could
be a gap like, a kind of a lag that, I wasn’t able to do this work for a year and a half and now I’m
back up and running but all that data I should’ve had that I would’ve been publishing now, is not
going to come out for another year and a half. And so, for some researchers it could create some
bubbles on there. You know, especially, I’m thinking of our pre-10-year faculty in terms of their
dossiers and they’ll have to explain it. Our university has offered, you know, some timeline
extensions. So, promotion to 10 year, extensions on the 10-year clock for folks that could apply
and I understand in the first year I think it was automatic, if you just applied, you got it. I think
this year there may have been a little bit more scrutiny. Our Office of Research at the university
certainly offered more flexibility with respect to start up funding and expending funds, giving
more time you may have bought, you know, had some money to pay participants or to buy a piece
of equipment that you were going to use with participants and you weren’t going to do that. Or
maybe it allowed you to think about spending it in a different way. So, there was flexibility
granted but even with flexibility it still creates a ripple, right? The impact still was shown on that
person and you don’t know how that will be judged three years from now or five years from now
by a committee of your peers that don’t know you and don’t know your work. I’m thinking the
central committee. And so, it, you know, the ripples are yet to be known.
TW:

So, as a USU Academic Administrator, what are some of the biggest lessons learned that you take
away from the pandemic?

[0:50:00.8]
SW:

I think flexibility and adaptability are just key traits for success. And I mean, as somebody who
studies human development throughout the life course, promotes resilience. But recognizing
when you need to be flexible with others and recognizing, you know, that most folks are trying
their best and, you know, circumstances may challenge that at times. And so, trying to, in my
case, with the team that I work with, a smaller team in the dean’s office here, you know, we’ve
maintained flexibility that we didn’t have before in terms of working space, in terms of, not
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responsibilities, people are still conducting it but maybe where they’re conducting it. How we’re
meeting as a group now. We used to meet face to face every week, now that’s on Zoom. We came
back for a little while and it’s back to Zoom. And sometimes it’s some of us and sometimes
everybody’s on. And so, flexibility and adaptability, I think, are key things as an administrator.
As you know, I was a very green administrator, right? I was nine months into my experience in
the administration at this college at this university and, you know, now I’m three years in. So, you
know, after this semester I’ll have been in this position for three but over two and a quarter of it
has been COVID. And so, this is what I know of administration. Fire drills in those early months
we were running from one meeting to another and, you know, I’m in some of the meetings that
you described earlier, subbing for my dean and you know, we’re trying to figure it out on the fly.
And trying to make the best decisions we could to support the faculty, staff, and students on
campus. And sometimes we get it wrong. You know, I think we did pretty well overall. The
university certainly did well overall. It was recognized for its responses. It was thoughtful it was
not, you know, haphazard but it was fast.
[0:52:01.6]
You know, our college, you know, in my estimation, deserves like, crazy recognition. Like the
nursing program, how that was mobilized to do our testing was fascinating. And how fast in our
information technology folks in our college, how they supported the testing operation. So, our
nursing program we’ve talked a little bit, doesn’t have a research mission, it’s a clinical mission,
right? We’re training you know, RNs [registered nurses]. And so, these RNs, emerging these
students that are, you know, going to become nurses, you know, mobilized and became our work
force for testing, the testing center that was over by the football stadium. And I saw, you know,
John Cockett, the first husband of the university, is the Information Technology Director for our
college. I went and got tested one day for COVID and John’s doing intake. And it was because,
you know, somebody needed help in our college. And so, our college was also on the front lines
of some of the, you know, face to face. Actually, COVID related activity on campus. And so,
even for nursing which doesn’t have a research mission was strongly involved. And those
students and faculty deserve so much, you know, gratitude from me and from the whole
university for how they helped us, you know, keep diagnosed and hopefully keep people away as
well as the whole COVID CARES Team and everything that, you know, the university did to
track and try to you know protect people.
TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your or your colleges experience with the
COVID pandemic?

SW:

No. I think the only thing that I’d say is its not over. And we’re still trying to move forward.
There’s still challenges that we encounter because of it. You know, we think we’re, you know,
maybe over the hurdle and then a new one appears.

[0:54:02.6]
But I am thankful. I think I’d like to say I’m thankful as somebody who gets far too much credit
for the work of others. Like, I’m thankful of the work that people do and especially our
researchers who maintain their productivity despite, you know, challenges that you never
expected, that maintained flexibility and new approaches. And, you know, in my estimation,
we’re always looking out for their students, too. Faculty were frustrated as I said before when
they weren’t able to do their work but they were also frustrated for their students because now I
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have a student that’s not graduating that I promised I would shepherd through this program. And
so, it was on behalf of their students in many cases, not always just selfishly, because my work is
that of my students. And so, I want to express gratitude and I hope it’s behind us, Todd. I’m
hesitant to say that again as an administrator whose two and a quarter years into the COVID
pandemic and three quarters of the year before it. I don’t even know what it was like in those nine
months before at this point. I know they were far easier. But I don’t know what it was.
TW:

Dr. Whiteman, I’d like to thank you for taking the time this afternoon to discuss your experiences
with the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

SW:

Thanks, Todd. Good luck.

[End recording – 0:55:24.8]

USU COVID-19 2022: SHAWN WHITEMAN

15

